I first became aware of Mercy Ships after attending a presentation by Mr Leo Cheng, who at the time was one of my oral and maxillofacial surgery consultants. He spoke passionately about his experiences as a volunteer on board the floating hospital which sails to some of the poorest countries in Africa. Their model is based on providing hope and healing to the 'forgotten poor' by delivering free surgery, medical care, community development projects and training. I sat in awe as I viewed before and after photos of the many cases he had treated. It was from that moment I knew I wanted to be a part of a similar cause.
The Africa Mercy is a 16,000 tonne state-of-the-art ship and is currently docked in Madagascar, where over 90% of the population live on less than 75p a day. On board, there's a crew of more than 450 volunteers from over 40 nations, including surgeons, nurses, dentists, anaesthetists, engineers, teachers, cleaners and catering staff. There is a role for everyone.
Dental care is a key part of the charity's work as dental services are almost non-existent in the countries Mercy Ships visits. This is particularly the case for Madagascar where there are only 57 qualified dentists to treat a population of 22 million. Poor dietary and oral hygiene practices as well as a lack of dental education mean it is very common for patients to have multiple teeth with caries. Chronic dental infection is also routinely seen and treated, including that which had resulted in facial swellings.
The main dental clinic is actually one of the only departments which is not on board. It is located about ten minutes from the ship in a large centre that was set up by Mercy Ships. A typical day involves working with a local Malagasy interpreter, assessing and treating adults and children, some of whom have travelled many miles to attend.
Dental screening would take place twice a week prior to seeing patients at 9 am. It was incredible to see the lengths of the queues on these days, with hundreds of patients standing in the heat despite knowing that they may not be seen. We would treat approximately 70 patients a day and there was sheer determination among the team to restore oral health to as many individuals as possible; unfortunately we couldn't treat everyone. Local dentists would also attend to work alongside us and native dental nurses helped provide translation. Through this we would also mentor and train native professionals who were fantastic to work with and very willing to learn. The clinic was fully equipped to provide emergency and basic general dentistry including denture construction in conjunction with local dental laboratories. We would get patient referrals from colleagues from our other medical centres and occasionally the team would visit and treat patients in orphanages, prisons and local schools. A one surgery dental suite was also present on the ship. This enabled treatment for crew members and patients on board. What was very humbling about the experience was the gratitude expressed by patients following treatment.
Once back from the dental clinic, I would regularly observe in theatre and see patients on the wards preand post-surgery, really appreciating the hard work being done by colleagues on the ship. Due to the lack of medical services and the inability of patients to afford medical care, facial tumours which would have initially been considered easily treatable, developed to an extent that often required lifesaving surgery. Deformities such as cleft lip and palate were not only a physical trauma but also an emotional one as many of these patients have also been ostracised by their communities.
The social side of my experience was also extremely memorable. Going for a morning jog and playing sports in local parks with other crew members was a routine occurrence. With evenings and weekends free, this enabled us to relax from a hard day's work and also see the country as tourists.
In conjunction with the dental work that the charity carries out, Mercy Ships has been selected as the official charity partner of the Oral Health Foundation's National Smile Month, taking place between 16 May and 16 June this year. By improving education and awareness around oral health, Mercy Ships is working to improve the local healthcare systems of the countries it visits. This partnership demonstrates the charity's passion to restore health and engage local communities about the importance of a healthy mouth.
Volunteering on the Africa Mercy was a very humbling and rewarding experience and I am already making plans to return. Mercy Ships gives me a place to use my skills in a way that can make a life-changing difference to people's lives.
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